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At the latest biannual summit of Central American presidents, held July 12-13 in Panama, the
heads of state ordered an administrative shake-up of the more than four dozen institutions that
currently operate within the framework of regional integration. The overhaul is aimed at cutting
costs, improving efficiency, and making the myriad organizations more responsive to presidential
decisions. The shake-up, however, generated heated debate in the region, especially the proposal to
reduce the scope of the Central American Parliament (PARLACEN) and the Corte Centroamericana
de Justicia (CCJ).
When the five members of the Central American Common Market (CACM) Costa Rica, El Salvador,
Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua formed the CACM in the early 1960s, they set up a number
of institutions to oversee the economic integration, the most important of which was the Secretaria
de Integracion Economica Centroamericana (SIECA). Until the late-1980s, SIECA was the principal
authority on integration affairs. In addition, numerous autonomous, parallel institutions were
created to study issues, advise governments on specific integration matters, and manage sectoral
operations.
In the late 1980s, integration gained fresh force as the five CACM countries sought to consolidate
the trade zone and incorporate new members, such as Panama and Belize. That, plus decisions to
broaden regional cooperation to include political, social, and environmental affairs, led to a new
generation of institutions, including PARLACEN and the CCJ.

ECLAC, IDB criticize excessive costs & bureaucracy
Currently, 57 regional-integration organizations are operating in Central America, including 41
sectoral institutions or commissions and 13 secretariats. In 1993, the isthmian governments formed
the Secretaria de Integracion Centroamericana (SICA), located in El Salvador, to oversee the
regional institutions, but SICA is still only responsible for administering 24 of the 57 organizations.
SIECA, for example, has continued to operate out of Guatemala independently of SICA. Given the
confusing web of regional institutions, this year the UN's Economic Commission for Latin America
and the Caribbean (ECLAC) and the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) carried out a study of
the integration bureaucracy to determine its efficiency and recommend changes.
The study concluded that the institutional disparity has become a central obstacle to effective
integration. "One of the principal impediments to Central American integration is the huge gap
between the agreements reached in presidential summits and their implementation, a gap caused
by the limited capacity of regional institutions to respond to presidential mandates," reads the
study. "The system is atomized. It operates in a disorganized fashion, making it urgent to carry out
reforms aimed at merging institutions and responsibilities." The report also criticized the financial
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waste of regional bureaucracy, particularly the excessive budgets of PARLACEN and the CCJ, which
account for nearly 50% of the US$20 million that the Central American countries spend annually to
run integration organizations. For 1997, PARLACEN was allocated US$7 million and the CCJ nearly
US$2 million, mostly for salaries and related expenses.
ECLAC and the IDB recommended an administrative overhaul that would place nearly all regional
institutions under the direct supervision of SICA. In addition, it recommended a sharp reduction
in PARLACEN and CCJ personnel to slash their budgets. PARLACEN currently has twenty elected
representatives from each member country and the CCJ two judges and two alternates from each
nation. ECLAC and the IDB recommend a 50% cut, leaving ten PARLACEN deputies and just one
CCJ judge from each nation.

Proposals to reduce & reform PARLACEN generate debate
At the presidential summit, the heads of state approved most of the ECLAC and IDB
recommendations. First, the presidents ordered all 13 secretariats to be fused administratively with
SICA, which will now become the Secretaria General Unificada. After the unification, SICA will
be subdivided into three sections covering economic, social, and environmental affairs. Next, an
executive committee made up of one representative from each nation will preside over SICA.
The committee will act as a liaison between top SICA administrators and the Central American
council of foreign ministers. That, in turn, will reinforce presidential authority over the integration
bureaucracy since the foreign ministers are responsible for enforcing mandates approved at
presidential summits. The presidents also ordered fundamental reforms for PARLACEN and the
CCJ. Regarding the latter, the number of judges was cut in half as recommended, and the court was
ordered to reduce its operations to periodic hearings, rather than remain in permanent session as is
currently the case.
As for PARLACEN, the presidents transferred authority for the annual budget to SICA, which
will consult with the regional governments before allocating funds. In addition, the presidents
agreed to limit the diplomatic immunity currently enjoyed by PARLACEN deputies to incidents
that arise in Guatemala, where the parliament is located. That measure is aimed at eliminating the
ability of politicians to escape legal proceedings in their home countries, which has been a major
source of controversy since PARLACEN was formed (see EcoCentral, 02/06/97). Notwithstanding
these measures, the presidents postponed the proposed 50% reduction in personnel pending a
counterproposal by PARLACEN deputies, who will set up a commission to study the issue and
report back to the presidents at the next summit, scheduled for September.
The suggested reduction has generated heated debate, both inside PARLACEN and among
the presidents. Apparently, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras the founding members of
PARLACEN fear that Costa Rica is pushing the reforms to limit the parliament's influence in the
region, notwithstanding the recommendations made by ECLAC and the IDB. To date, Costa Rica
is the only country that has not joined the parliament, and it has historically resisted all politicalintegration schemes since the failure of numerous attempts to unite the isthmian states during the
last century. "Without doubt, this has been the most difficult presidential summit of the last three
years," said one high- level diplomat, referring to reports of sharp clashes over the PARLACEN
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reforms during the summit. "We still have a long way to go to build mutual trust among our
countries."

CACM countries agree to negotiate trade accord with Panama
Meanwhile, among other measures adopted at the summit is a formal agreement to open
negotiations to incorporate Panama into the CACM. Although Panama has been participating in
integration initiatives since the early 1990s, the common market is still limited to its original five
members. Each of the CACM nations has signed bilateral trade accords with Panama since the
1970s, but the six countries have now agreed to negotiate a multilateral trade agreement that is
expected to lead to Panama's full membership in the CACM within 18 months.
The negotiations will be difficult, since Panama's service-oriented economy differs greatly from
the other nations, whose economies are based on agricultural and industrial exports. "This will
mark a turning point for us, since it is the first time we will negotiate trade in services as part of
the CACM's multilateral framework," said Costa Rican Trade Minister Jose Manuel Salazar. [Inter
Press Service, 02/18/97, 05/31/97, 06/20/97, 07/12/97; Notimex, 04/11/97, 06/17/97, 06/20/97, 06/28/97,
07/03/97, 07/07/97, 07/09-13/97; Reuter, 07/0103/97, 07/09/97, 07/10/97, 07/13/97; Prensa Grafica (El
Salvador), 07/03-05/97, 07/13/97, 07/14/97; La Prensa (Nicaragua), 07/14/97, 07/15/97; Prensa Libre
(Guatemala), 07/01/97, 07/03/97, 07/04/97, 07/06/97, 07/09/97, 07/11/97, 07/12/97, 07/14/97, 07/16/97; El
Tiempo (Honduras), 07/02/97, 07/03/97, 07/10/97, 07/11/97, 07/14-16/97]
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